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ABSTB ACT * 

This paper exasines the Scopes trial's contribution 
to American intellectual history by studying the historical conteit 
of the controversy from a rhetorical perspective. The trial became a 
rhetorical vehicle which focused on the modernist-fundamentalist 
religious controversy and polarized these movements. By analyzing the 
rhetorical terms—purpose, profiles, symbols, values, consequences, 
content, and strategy--f our fundamental conclusions are drawn. 
Dialectical enjoinment was restricted because: (1) the disputants 
remained mired in unresolved epistemo logical questions; (2) little 
attempt was made to create common ground between the two alternative 
philosophies which seemed equally appealing; (3) Darrow refused to 
clash directly with legal arguments but transcended them to consider 
the constitutionality of the Tennessee statute; and (4) the 
artificial atmosphere created by the commercial interests of the 
religious controversy probably attracted attention to the Scopes 
trial but possibly undermined rational judgment. (TS) 
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DIALECTICAL ENJOXNMENT DURING THE SCOPES TRIAL 



Professor Robort S. C«tho«rt*« concept of "dlaloetlesl onjoliunnt** 
provides s pertinent end revealing focus for snalyslng the ergmentstlon 
which highlighted the 1925 Tennessee trUl of John Thoaas Scopee. Csthcsrt 
explained that the Instigation of « rhetorlcel aovenent requires the protest 
froBi spokesaen who advocate an ImedUte corrective for an existent condition 
and a reciprocal response fron counter persuaders who perceive the agitation as 
direct attack against established society* **It is this reciprocity or dialectical 
enJoinaent in the aoral arena **' Cathcert concluded » **whlch defines aoveasnts end 
distinguishes thea froa other draaatlstle foms***^ The essential attribute for 
inaugurating a rhetorical aoveaent is the creation of a dialectical tension 
growing out of aoral conflict* 

The purpose proapting this paper is to exaalne the Scopes Trial's 
oontributlon to Aaerlcan Intellectual history by studying the controversy's 
historical context froa a rhetorical perspective* The Scopes Trial provides 
an appropriate context for applying Cathcart's concept because that courtrooa 
confrontation focused th« aodemlst and fundaaentallst rhetorical aoveaents 
in Aaerlcan theological controversy* 

The trial which pitted Willlaa Jennings Bryan against Clarence Darrow 
culainated after the Tsnnsssse legislature enacted the Butler bill* fos>bldding 
the teaching of tvolution as factual within the public schools* On May 5,. 192S» 
George W. Rappolyea of Dayton conferred with county sehool*boird haad Robinson* 
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county super In t«nd«iit Whlt«, and biology toachor Seopoi; thoso cltlsens 

ohallongod this loglsUtlon by swoarlng « warrant for Scopoa* arrest* Vlhen 

the Aaerlcan Civil Liberties Union eonf Iraed an Intention to defend Scopes, 

Darrov was appointed as Scopes* lawyer and Bryan becaae a counsel for the 

prosecution* Scopes was Indicted by a special grand Jury on May 23; the trial 

conenced with an Indlctaent and Jury selection of July 10; and Scopes was 

found guilty r July 21, The hundred- dollar nlnlmun fine Inposed by Judge 

Raulston was volunteered by the Baltlnore Sun , setting the stage for an 

extended disputations 

In Septeaber, the Suprem Court of Tennessee* sitting at Knoxvllle, 
will conteaplate arguMnts f or and against the two proposltlMis of 
Appellitnt Scopest 1) That the antl-Evolutlon law, prohibiting the 
teaching of any theory of creation which denies the account found In 
Genesis . Is unconstitutional under Tennessee* s BUI of Rights, being 
sectarian; 2) that If the law were valid, teaching the theory of 
Evolution would not - In the Scopes ease, did not - constitute a 
silsdeManor since the two accounts - Biblical and scientific - can be 
shown to be coaipatlble.^ 

Following the trial, Bryan collapsed and died* The hearing before the Tennessee 

Supreme Court produced an oplnlont the Judges sustained the constitutionality of 

the contested legislation but reversed the Judgieent against Scopes* Following 

several unsuccessful attenpts, the Tennessee legislature finally repealed the 

controversial Butler bill on April 12, 1967 • 

Critical examination of the Scopes trial indicates that the discrepancies 
between nine specific rhetorical elements restricted or retarded direct 
dialectical enjolnment* 

Within this (lA) historical context * the Tennessee trial, two conflicting 
religious philosophies dramatised a yawning eplstemologlcal discrepancy between 
**sacred tiruth** and **secular knowledge^* Two coupe ting contingencies disputed the 
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sourot of ultlnat* authority In thoologleal spoculatlon* Consorvatlvo churchMn 

who chorlshod an **«t«nul unchanging rvvalatlon** samMd throatanad whan acholara 

axanlnad tha aaerad scriptures and coaparad tha world rallglona* Darwln*a 

hypothaala about avolutlon aaanlngly contradlctad tha Ganasla narratlva, causing 

an aplatanologlcal unoartalnty which Wraga and Baskarvllla daacrlbadt 

Tha cantur las-old conflict batwaan aclanca and rallglon had baan 
aharpanad In tha nlnataanth cantury by tha publication of two books by 
Charlas Darwin, Tlia Origin sL Spaclaa (1899) and Tha Dascant o£ Man 
(1871). During tha final quarter of the century one of the favorite 
topics of discussion In the Joumala, on lecrusr* platforms. In Chautauqua 
tents, and In the pulpit was the queatlon of tha ralatlonahlp between 
religion and science - could a reeonoUlat ^on between the two be effected, 
or were they, as soaie affirmed, Irreccmcriably opposed In a battle to the 
death* 3 

Some ** fundamental lets'* renounced Biblical criticism and spumed coaiparatlve 
religion, while others cooperated with "modernists** In attempting a reconciliation 

« 

between the contemporary scientific theories and **the faith once delivered to the 
saints*** Ancient superstitions and Imaginative myths surrounding primitive 
Christianity, paaslve submission toward medieval theological aff Irmatlona, and 
thoughtless reliance upoe ghostly phantoma vanlahed; there emerged a self- 
confident realism, a scientific naturalism, and axpeotatlona of continued 
progress*^ With a new conaolousness, thinkers examined the essence of revelation 
and rationality* Increased voluntary control was acquired over conditions and 
circumstances which Influenced human existence, although some concluded that 
happenings formerly attributed to superhuman powers ware either beyond man* a 
control or guidance from a divinity*^ Primitive superstitions and prahiatorlo 
mythologies dissipated when greiring knowledge illumlnei greater understanding of 
tha physical anvlrotunentt human hlitorleal developmant, and man*a psyehological 
constitution* 
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Uhll« th« hiitoriol context surrounding the Scopes Trlsl was chsrscterlsed 
by Increased Intellectual conflict, th« (IB) liwwdlate context becaae a burlesque 
when '*the strawbeiory capltol of Aaerloa** was Invaded with a blsarre brigade of 
exhorting evangelists, hot dog vendors, curlouslty seekars, congested crowds# 
and newspaper reporters*^ This colorful congloaerate of unconventional characters 

was categorised by Tlsie as "the usual eaap- following of freaks, fakes, aontebanks, 

7 

and parasites of publicity,*^ although Darrow asserted his own descriptions 

"Hot dog** booths and fruit peddlers and lee creaa vendors and 
sandwich sellers had sprung Into existence like Bushroosui on every 
comer and everywhere between, alngling with the rest, ready to feed 
the throng* •••Pop-corn aerchants and slelght-ofti>hands artists vied 
with evangelists for the favor and custoa of ■ warms that surged back' ^ 
and forth along the few squares that were the centre of the eosHunlty^«« 

Ginger described this artificial ataosphere engendered as an i—edlate context 

as **90 per cent carnival, 10 per cent chastlseaent.**' Rhetorical critics can 

question whether this cosBerclal extravagansa distracted thoughtful attention 

from the Issues Inherent within the Scopes trial w generated a psychological 

envlronaent favorable to Bryan ar.d the prosecution^ 

This rhetorical situation evoked a (2) vehicle , a rourtroosi confrontation, 

which focused the ■odemlst-fundaaentallst religious controversy and perhaps 

polarised these rhetorical noveasnts* The potent I ail which the Scopes trial as 

a rhetorical vehicle provided, was dtaonstscated when Byran took the witness stand) 

Western Union reported that it carried aore than 200,000 words while various 

press services carried an additional 30,000*^^ The Scopes trial, which was the 

first Anerloan trial to be nationally broadcast, attracted over a hundred 

correspondents and was reported and editorialised by newspapers, periodicals, 

and wire services at a rate estlaated as high aa 165,000 words a day*^^ 
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Stspplng Into this e«mlv«l with « sfMclf le (3) rh«torieal pmoaa , 
to ehaaplon Christianity agalnnt Lincoln-llko agnostlo Darrow, Wllllaa Jennings 
Bryan sxsrtsd his (4) rhstorleal prof Us as a sslf-appolntsd dofsndsr of ths 
honest country ysowm against snvsloplng sksptlolsa and unrsslstsd doubt* Bryan 
cans to Dayton with a spsclf le rhstorleal purpose which he stated In a prepared 
but undelivered addressi 

It Is for the Jury to deterailne whether this attack upon the 
Christian religion shall be peraltted In the public schools of 
Tennessee by teachers eiq>loyed by the State and paid out of the 
public treasury**** 

If, on the other hand, the law Is upheld and the religion of 
the school children protected, allllons of Christians will call you 
blessed* v*^^ 

Darrow presented a distinctly different (3) rhetorical purpose and (4) rhetorical 
profile , especially when he transcended the legal technicalities and deaanded 
Intellectual freedosi of thought and expression* Publicised as a forensic 
confrontation between advocates defending the Christian religion and antagonists 
seeking scientific support for evolution, the Scopes trial assuaed philosophical 
dlnenslons* "The Battle of Tennessee,** wrote Nation editors, "aay play as 
significant a part In Aaerlean history as the battle of Gettysburg* For what Is 
at stake In the little town of Dayton Is as laportant as any question of political 

structure, or even of physical freedosi; It Is the question of bondage of the 

13 

huMui alnd*" The eplsteaologlcal question which underglrded the controversy 
was reflected In the coasMnt that **the trial brings to a head the atteapt of a 
great coaaMiwealth to detetalne selenes by popular vote, to establish truth by 
flat Instead of study, research, and experiaent***^^ Scopss stated in his 
aeaeirst 
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Thm trial wts a tmat and a dafanaa of tha fundaaantal fraadooi of 
rallglon aa guarantaad by tha Conatltutlon. At ataka waa tha prlnclpla 
of aaparatlon of church and atata. If tha atato la allowad' to dletata 
that a taachar auat taach a aubjact In aceordanca with tha ballafa of 
ona particular rallglon, than tha atata can alao forea aehodla to 

taach tha ballafa of tha paraon In powar, which oafi laad to auppraaalon 
of all paraonal and rallgloua llbartlaa.lS 

Intarpratad aa a battla batwaan '*FundaBMntallaB varaua Modamlaa, thaologleal 

truth Yaraua aclantlf Ic truth, lltaral varaua lUaral Intarpratatlon of tha Blbla, 

Ganaala varaua Darwin, tha Scopaa trial Invokad draaatlo (5) rhetorical avbola * 

An andangarod Intallaotual fraadoai waa ayabollaad by Socrataa, aa Tlfia raportadf 

Sclantiata and taachara ahook thalr haada....aoBM of thaa prlvataly 
conqMirad tha Soopaa trial, not with tha trial In Pllata*M court, but with 
a trial In tha oourta of Athana, whara a taachar, accuaad (Ilka Mr* Scopaa) 
of corrupting tha youth by taachlng thlnga contrary to law and dlaraapaetful 
to tha goda, had (Ilka Mr. Scopaa) rafuaad to dany hla action, but dafandad 
it only by aaylng that ha had taught tha truth, which waa. In hla ayaa, 
tha hlghaat fom of ravaranca; and waa (Ilka Mr. Scopaa) convlctad. Tha 
parallal, thay aald, fall down In only ona Important point; Mr. Scopaa 
waa glvan a flna of $100; Socrataa waa glvan a cup of haalook.l? 

Cynically Darrow qulppadt **It waa avldant that Scopaa waa trying to do for Dayton, 

Tann., what Socrataa did for Athana. And ao why ahould not Dayton, Tarai., do to 

Scopaa what Athana dU to Socrataa?**^® An abatract philosophy (Intallaotual 

fraadoai) waa glvan eoncrato axpraaalon through a ayabolle hlatorlcal f Igura. 

Although tha Scopaa trial waa intarpratad aa a foranalc battla batwaan 

fundaaantallat Bryan and agnoatlc Darrow, thaaa two apaakara btCAM additional 

incamata (5) rha tor leal avabola raprcaantlng c^fllctlng phllosophlaa within a 

alngla llfa-apaca. Bryan and Darrow culalnatad profaaalonal earaara by afflmlng 

altamata **unlvaraaa of aiaaninga** or (6) rhatorlcal valuaa . Thaaa Haaton-llka 

actors anactad a aelodrana, aach aupraaa in hla aalf-aaalgnad ttonologua; thay 

roli«playad thalr foranalc ritual in which theological apaeulatlon and appaala 

to intallaotual fraadctt auparaadad lagal prlnelplaa and taehnlealitlaa. Each 
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spokMouin sxhlblttd a definite rhttorical profile , fanlllar to the AMriean public 

and organically authentic within this specific setting. The Great Comnoner 

towered "upright against the onslaughts of those whom he believed to be under- 

19 

■lining the faith of the nation,** and evidenced that **the greatest tragedy of 

20 

his life was not that so nany goals eluded hia but that he was aisplaeed in tine.** 

21 

Although Bryan chaopioned the **coBnon aan** continuously, he seeaed paradoxical 

and inconsistent when his critics attenpted to categorise him as **liberal** or 

**conservative**« As biographer Levine recognisedi 

The enduring threads which ran throughout Bryan* s career have 
been obscured by the nisguided effort to characterise hln at various 
stages of his career as either a progressive or a reactionary, without 
understanding that a liberal in one area My be a conservative in 
another not only at the saae tine but also for the saae reasons.22 

In sharp contrast with Bryaai, Darrow appeared **an iconoclast, an agnostic, and in 

nany respects a cynic, whose active, searching aind, unlike Bryan*s, conceived of 

truth not as aerely a possession to be defended but as a prise to be discovered*** 

**Despite the fact that he was constantly attacking the intellectual base of organised 

religion,** Stone stated, **his friends declared hia to be the aost religious aan they 

24 

had ever known, one of the few true Christians alive in Aaerica*** Respected as 

Aaerioa*s foreaost criainal lawyer and defense attorney, Darrow 

was a aany-faoeted aan* • .an ethical aan who, when he knew he was right, 
went out to win. He had a deep feeling for the individual, whoever he 
was, and this feeling gave aeaning to his life* When the mob or the 
crowd opposed the individual, Darrow could be counted on the side of 
the person.25 

Within an obscure Tennessee town, Bryan and Darrow debated unresolved 
philosophical questions which yielded no conclusive (7) rhetorical consequencea * 
but which deaonstrated, perhaps linknowingly, that huaans establish and sustain 
religious coaaitaents without eerta.U.^ty. Scaetiaes Bryan and Darrow^ transcended 
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th« eonflletlng argtuientSt transcended even thMselvesy «nd partlolfMited in « 
huMn grandeur whloh eluded their theoretical conprehenalon although each aan 
participated intensely* They witnessed hoir tragedy and defeat, behind various 
oaaks, contain a paradoxical but uncosqiroBiising nobility when a person ohamDions 
his convictions with courage and candor* This verbal exchange aarked a **changing 
of the guard** in AMrican theological thought, a last-ditch scrisMge f«r a 
disiinished religious conservatisa, and the grand **last hurrah** for two titans 
who coapleted careers which loomd larger than life* 

Through a reQiprooal dialectical enjoinaent, Bryan and Darrow grew eloqtaent 

1 

when the trial concluded* Though huasn greatness shone as a pin-point and not a 

beacon-light in a Dayton courtroon, these speakers considered the elusive eleaent 

of **greatness** vlhleh Beam persons seek, although all who seek are not worthy 

candidates* Neither huaan history nor the Scopes trial reveals conclusively why 

**greatness** is attributed to anyone, why soae are retfiabered and others are 

forgotten* Bryan said that the trial ** illustrates how people can be drawn into 

26 

proBiinenoe by attaching theaselves to a great cause*** Darrow suggested that 

the case aight be reoeabered **because it is the first case of this sort since 

we stopped trying people in Aaerica for witchcraft, because here we have done 

our best to turn back the tide that has sought to force itself upon this aodem 

27 

world, of testing every fact in science by a religious dictta*** Rappelyea 

reaarked that '*big aoveaents aake big aen, but this is the case of the reverse, 

28 

where big aen have aade big aoveaents*** And Judge Raulston recognisedt 

My fellow citisens, I recently read soaewhere what I think was 
a definition of a great aan, and that was thist That he possesses a 
passion to know the truth, but he aust also have the courage to declare 
it in the fact of all opp08ition«29 
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When th« tinult and th* twp^tt tubtldadt whwt th« eourtrooa was v«e«t«d 
and tha eroird dlsparaad, studants pondarlng tha Intallaetual hlatory of Aaarlean Ufa 
quaatlonad What algnlf leant thoughta avolvad thara. Fro« tha valua«syata«a which 
tmdarglrdad aach advoeataa phllosophieal parapaetlva graw tha thaaaa and thaaas 
whloh provldad (8) rhatorical contant for tha foranale arguMntatlon* Tha onaulng 
dlalactleal anjolnaant had draaatlsad tha dlffarancaa batwaan two dlffarant 
phlloaophleal poaltlona without raaolvlng tha thaologlcal or aelantlfle eontrovaray, 
but ravaaling that a eourtrooa la tha approprlata eontaxt for daba ting lagal laauaa. 
Soaathlng nobla waa raflactad whan Bryan willingly took tha wltnaaa stand, dafandlng 
tha rallglon which provided Manlng and purpoaa of his Ufa* Hla arguaantatlon 
was lagal. Darrow tranacandad legal arguaantatlon with a aplrltad dafanaa of 
Intallaetual fraadcai. Ha racognltad thatt '*Thara ara no two htnan aachlnaa allka 
and no two huaan balngs hava tha sana axparlaneaat and thalr Idaaa, of Ufa and 
philosophy grow out of thalr conatructlon of tha axparlancaa that wa iaat on our 

30 

Joumay through Ufa.** Ha dafandad Intallaetual fraadosit eontandlngi 

If today you can taka a thing Ilka evolution and aaka It a erlM 
CO teach It In the public achoolt tcsiorrow you can aaka It a crlaa to 
teach It in the private achoolat and the naoct year you can aaka It a 
crlna to teach It to the huatllnga or In the church. •••After a while, 
your Honor, It Is the setting of nan against aan and creed agalnat eraadf 
until with flying bannera and beating druaa wa ara aarchlng backward to 
tha glorloua agea of the sixteenth century^ when bigots lighted fagots to 
bum tha man who dared to bring any Intelllgance and enllghtenaant and 
culture to tha hman nlnd^ai 

Within thla dialectical anjolnaent, Darrow*8 arguaantatlon constituted an appeal 

for individual salf-detemlnatlon In religious speculation, although ha tranacandad 

tha lagal lasuas^ 

During the Scopes trial, Bryan and Oarrow attattpted definite and different 
(9) rhatorical atrataalas . tha prosecution contended that the legal statute was 
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vloUt«d, tlwt •volution wts a aoiontifio hypothosis and not a thaoratloal 
eartalnty, and that taaehing this uneonfirMd speculation eorrupta the youth* 
The defense strategy eaphaslted that the law vas an unconstitutional violation 
of freedom of religion. Dialectical enjolnaent did not center about the facti 
Did Scopes break the law? The constitutionality of the law was a central 
contention* 

The 1— edlate and long-ranae consequences Includes the process In irtiloh 
an laoMdlate specific legal decision becaao reversed by the higher court and then 
the legislature. Scopes was found guilty In Dayt<ms but the SuproM Court reversed 
the JudgBMnt-and upheld the law; and the legislature repealed the bill which It 
had enacted. Extended historical perspective suggests that the Scopes trial was 

unnecessary t Illegal, and contrived. The Scopes trial was unnecessary because 

32 

the legislature Intended the Butler bill oMrely as a gesture. Illegal because 
It violated a statute which declared that a grand Jury could not be called so 
close to the convening of a regular grand Jury»^^ and contrived because officers 
frooi the Aaerlcan Civil Liberties Union Intervened.'^ . 

This exaalnatlon analysing (1) the historical and Innedlate ccnteKt|» (2) 
the vehicle, (3) j:he rhetorical purposes, (4) the rhetorical profiles^ (5) the 
syabols and signs, (6) the value-systeas, (8) the lanedlate and long-range 
consequences, and (9) the rhetorical strategics, suggests four fundsMntal 
conclusions. **Dlalectlcal enJolnMnt** was restricted because (1) the disputants 
reauiined nlred In unresolved eplsteaologloal questions; (2) there was little 
atteapt to create ccseion ground between two alternative philosophies which seened 
equally appealing; (3) Darrew refused to clash directly with legal arguaents but 
transcended thea to consider the constitutionality of the Tennessee statute; and 
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(A) th« artificial ataosphara oraatad by oonaarelal Intaraata of Dayton buslnaaavtif 

and tha wldar fundaaantallat-aodamlst rallgloua oontrovaray probably attractad 

attantlon to tha Scopas trial but poislbly undamlnad rational Judgnant. 

Dlalactleal anjolnnant, aa an agancy for clarifying oonranlcatlon and 

axtandlng rational analyala, aaaM af faotlva whan thara ara conwon rhatorleal 

objactlvaa, slnllar aplataaologloal aaaunptlona, wUllngnaaa to elaah dlraotly 

on a slngla laval of dlsooursa, a raspaot for tha propar anployaMnt of a spool flo 

oontaxt for a lagltlaata oonaldaratlon of an approprlata quaatlon, and a raolprocal 

opannaas to unfolding **truth**. During tha Soopos trial, a dlacrapanoy davalopad 

whan a thoologioal parspeetlva and a solantlflo orlantatlon wara transpoaad upon 

a Judicial oontaxt In which legal - not thoologioal or scientific • quastlons 

wara lagltlnata. Questions which are gemane within one '*sphere of discourse** - 

such as theological questions within theological apeculatlon - create eoanunleatlon 

breakdown when they are Inposed upon a different '*8phere of discourse** - such aa 

a forenale context In which the proper questions are legal. While dialectical 

enjolnaent foeused the contrasted argunentatlon generated through the aodemlat- 

fundamentalist theological controversy, dynaalo tensions between alternative 

perspectives engendered an unresolved rhetorical crisis. The jury could deeUe 

the guilt or Innocence of John Thomas Scopes, not the **truth** of evolution or 

Genesis { and even their Judgment of Scopes could be overturned by a higher court. 

Uillian Jennings Bryan was quite correct when he arguadt 

The qtMstion involved was a purely legal one, namely, had Scopes 
violated the law, and the efforts of the opposition to make the case 
hinge on the truth or lack of truth in tha theory of evolution were 
out of place. 35 

36 

Darrow admittedly never intended to present legal arguments during the Dayton trlalt 
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My obJ«et and my only obJ«ot, ms to foeus th« «tt«ntlon of tht 
cotmtry on tho progrMsw of Hr. BrynA and tho other fundamontallsts 
In Amor lea. I knew that education was In oanger from the source that 
has always hampered It - religious fanatioisa.37 
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